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wasn't true. I had no friend named Billy, and boys don't give away
good bicycles. "Oh, that was nice of Billy," my mother said and
went on hanging up the wash. What I wanted from her was a lec-
ture on honesty or even a heating. To me it seemed my mother
didn't care whether I was a thief or not
When I started high school I had a morning paper route, and the
ten dollars a month I earned was contributed to the family. My al-
lowance from my father was ten cents a week. We were living in
the Pennsylvania coal country, and us kids were supposed to put in
the late afternoons along the railroad tracks picking up the anthra-
cite that dropped off the coal cars. I was a good athlete and
planned to be a professional baseball player. I was determined
enough to stay after school for sports practice, and this kept me in
constant hot water with the family.
In my junior year I participated in a three-state track meet I
broke a broad-jump record that had stood for seventeen years. I
got praise from the coach, and I was interviewed by the local
newspaper. I was awarded a little silver cup and carried it home to
my mother. She looked at the cup and said: "You should have been
picking coal this afternoon with the others. My stove is empty."
I didn't finish high school. It was a relief to join the Civilian Con-
servation Corps and eat three square meals a day and wear a good
pair of shoes. I kept eight dollars of my earnings every month, and
that was wonderful. By the rules twenty-two dollars were sent
home, and, among the family, only my sister Aline ever thanked
me. For some reason she and I were always fond of each other.
Some people have called the CCC a boondoggling enterprise and
a waste of the government's money, but my gang and I were
shipped to Arizona where we cleared and made all of the trails
around the Carlsbad Caverns. Building up national parks is some-
thing, don't you think? There was one handicap to the CCC from
my point of view. After a six-months* hitch you had to get out so
other guys could join up arid get the three square meals a day. I
liked the West, and I wanted to stay.
My buddy and I worked out an angle to serve a second hitch in